G.R. No. 227363. March 12, 2019 (Case Brief / Digest)

Title: People of the Philippines vs. Salvador Tulagan

Facts:

Salvador Tulagan was charged in two criminal cases. In the first, SCC-6210, he was charged
with sexual assault for forcibly inserting his finger into the vagina of nine-year-old AAA in
September 2011. In the second case, SCC-6211, he was charged with statutory rape for, by
means of force and intimidation, having sexual intercourse with AAA on October 8, 2011,
against her will and consent. Tulagan pleaded not guilty to the charges. During the trial, the
prosecution presented testimonies from AAA and her aunt BBB, among others, and a
medical examination report showing signs of sexual abuse. The defense relied on Tulagan’s
alibi and a claim of a familial dispute leading to false accusations. Both the Regional Trial
Court (RTC) and the Court of Appeals (CA) found Tulagan guilty as charged, modifying the
penalties and damages awarded. Tulagan appealed to the Supreme Court, maintaining his
innocence and challenging the credibility of the testimonies against him.

Issues:

1. Whether the testimonies of the witnesses, particularly AAA, were credible and sufficient
to support a conviction for sexual assault and statutory rape.

2. Whether Tulagan’s defenses of denial and alibi were sufficient to overturn his conviction.
3. Whether the penalties and damages awarded by the CA were proper and in accordance

with law.

Court’s Decision:

The Supreme Court found no merit in Tulagan’s appeal but made modifications regarding
the nomenclature of the crime in Criminal Case No. SCC-6210, the penalty imposed, and the
damages awarded for both cases. The Court upheld the factual findings of the trial court
and the CA, affirming the credibility of AAA’s testimony and the insufficiency of Tulagan’s
defenses. The Court reiterated established jurisprudence regarding the assessment of
witnesses’ credibility and the improbability of a young victim fabricating a story of sexual
assault. The Court also emphasized the proper reconciliation and interpretation of laws
relating to sexual assault and statutory rape, particularly the interplay between the Revised
Penal Code (RPC) and Republic Act (R.A.) No. 7610, highlighting the legislative intent to
provide stronger protection to children against sexual abuse.

Doctrine:
1. Credibility of Witnesses: The assessment of the credibility of witnesses is best left to the
trial court due to its unique position to observe the demeanor of witnesses during trial.
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Appellate courts generally defer to these findings unless there is a clear misapprehension of
facts.

2. Liability under R.A. No. 7610: When an act of sexual abuse is covered by both the RPC
and R.A. No. 7610, and involves a child victim, the offender should be prosecuted under the
law which provides for a higher penalty, reflecting the State’s policy for greater protection
of children against sexual abuse.

Class Notes:

- Credibility of Witnesses: The consistency in relating the principal elements of the crime
and the positive identification of the accused weigh heavily in determining credibility.

- Defenses of Denial and Alibi: These defenses cannot prevail over the positive and credible
testimony of the prosecution witnesses, especially in cases of sexual assault and rape.

- Interpretation of Laws: In cases involving sexual assault and statutory rape of children, the
laws must be interpreted in a manner that affords the maximum protection to the child
victim, in line with legislative intent and state policies.

Historical Background:

The enactment of R.A. No. 7610, as well as the amendments to the RPC brought by R.A. No.
8353, reflect the Philippine government’s commitment to enhancing the legal protections
for children against sexual abuse and exploitation. This case serves as an illustration of the
judiciary’s role in interpreting and applying these laws to ensure that child victims of sexual
crimes receive justice and that offenders are appropriately penalized, consistent with the
overarching goal of safeguarding children’s rights and welfare.
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